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Cambodian Political
Succession in
Lowell, Massachusetts
Jeffrey Gerson, Ph.D.
This article asks, What factors have in the past affected and will continue to af-
fect the degree of Cambodians' participation and representation in Lowell poli-
tics? Gerson argues that five key factors, three internal — coming to terms with
the legacy of mistrust resulting from the holocaust wrought by Pol Pot's murder-
ous regime; lacking a tradition of democratic participation in their home country;
and generational differences between those who regard themselves as Cambodian
and the American-born — and two external — Lowell's two-tiered political sys-
tem and the response of the city's elected officials to the influx of Southeast
Asians that began in the early 1980s. The author believes that oral history is an
indispensable tool for studying ethnic and urban politics.
Since its 1826 founding as an industrial city on the banks of the Merrimack River,
Lowell, Massachusetts, has continued to attract immigrants. The Irish arrived
before the Civil War, the French Canadians during and after it; from the late 1800s
through the early 1920s, the Greeks, Lithuanians, Portuguese, Swedes, Jews, and Poles
came to the city and established ethnic communities. In the decades after World War n,
as the once mighty Lowell textile mills fell all but silent, the most recent stream of
immigrants and migrants made their way here. First, from the Hispanic Caribbean came
Puerto Ricans, Cubans, and Colombians; following the Vietnam War, Southeast Asians,
mainly Cambodians, fleeing the horrors of civil war.
Demography
The most remarkable change in the mosaic of Lowell's ethnic population has occurred
over the past fifteen years. In 1980 Southeast Asians comprised less than one percent of
the city's population (604 of 92,418); today that number hovers around 24 percent, or
24,148 of 105,000. Eighty percent of Lowell's Southeast Asians are of Cambodian an-
cestry. The only rapid demographic change comparable to the past decade and a half
was the growth in Lowell's population during the first half of the nineteenth century,
thanks to the boom in textile manufacturing and Irish immigration. The "city of
spindles" grew from 2,500 to 33,000 between 1826 and 1850. 1
Jeffrey Gerson, assistant professor of political science, University of Massachusetts
Lowell, specializes in ethnic and urban politics.
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Theory and Literature: A Survey
Succession as a concept was first developed by sociologists. Political scientists came
late to the study of ethnic groups. In the 1920s, the Chicago School of sociologists, led
by Robert W. Park, argued that ethnic groups move through various stages in their rela-
tions with dominant ethnic groups. Some of these processes are described as conflict,
accommodation, and assimilation — groups that have lived in one area for extended
periods frequently become dispersed and are finally assimilated. The pluralists believe
that ethnic groups coexist peacefully while holding on to some of their culture. While
Park's model considered conflict as part of the succession process, it saw an orderly,
irreversible sequence of change.
Based on models of plant ecology, Chicago School succession is defined in demo-
graphic terms. Michael J. White of Princeton University explains: "Succession is the
dynamic process by which the population composition of small areas (neighborhoods)
within cities changes. We can define succession as the replacement of one identifiable
population subgroup by another within the boundaries of a given neighborhood."2 Suc-
cession is seen as a basic process of urban ecological change.
White continues: "Succession proceeds as the new group (often newcomers to the
metropolis) replaces the previous group. The rate of replacement and the amount of
resistance offered by the original group are elements of the process that may vary with
circumstance." 3
Economists also use succession theory to study urban housing and spatial location of
ethnic groups by income. Along with sociologists they see succession as a series of
stages, beginning with initial penetration, proceeding through invasion and consolida-
tion, and concluding with piling up. In sum, succession has been useful to scholars
studying geographic, socioeconomic, and housing characteristics as well as the ethnic
composition of neighborhoods. However, few political scientists have studied succes-
sion and minority group relations together.
One of the few works by a political scientist to address the phenomenon of political
succession was a book by a sociologist and a sometime political scientist who doubles
as a U.S. senator from New York. In the early 1960s Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick
Moynihan collaborated on a study of ethnic groups in New York City, Beyond the Melt-
ing Pot. 4 In it they argued that ethnic political succession, though not a main theme of
the study, was "a central dynamic of the city's organizational life."5
In an article reviewing succession since Beyond the Melting Pot, Moynihan observed
that the Irish had dominated the political life of New York City for decades but by 1977
not one Irish person served on the city's major government boards. Succession by Jews
and Italians had been achieved. One of the chief reasons for this accomplishment was
the persistence of ethnicity in general and ethnic groups' role in American life as inter-
est groups making claims for benefits from the state. The state in turn found it helpful
to organize claims made on it through ethnic fines.
Succession is defined by Moynihan as a dynamic process consisting of "the displace-
ment of established groups (established in a neighborhood, a profession, a church, a
sport, a trade union) by another group and also ... the attainment of one group to the
condition of another."6 By this Moynihan means that in a mixed ethnic group in which
one faction is dominant, its norms appear to be normal for everyone. Attainment to the
condition of the other means that the designated inferior ethnic group achieves the
norms of the dominant group. According to Moynihan, the latest wave of migrants and
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immigrants that he and Glazer studied, blacks and Puerto Ricans, were acting according
to their theory of political succession, by both challenging and emulating the norms of
previously dominant groups.
The glass-half-full optimism of Moynihan's analysis is shared by pluralist theorists.
The most current example of a theoretical model that views ethnic politics through a
pluralist lens, one that addresses the latest group of immigrants and refugees in America,
is Lawrence Fuchs's The American Kaleidoscope. 1 This brief review of the literature
singles out Fuchs because he epitomizes the pluralist ethnic political model of succes-
sion, which is the underpinning of this article.
The debate of the elite versus pluralist models in urban politics has centered on the
role of the urban political machine. Did the machine incorporate or exclude new ethnic
groups in city politics? Studies by Steven Erie and Diane Pinderhughes argue that the
machine tried its best not to share the spoils of patronage for a number of reasons.
Erie, who surveyed a dozen cities around the nation that experienced Irish control of
the party apparatus, found some of the main reasons to be the machine's limited re-
sources as well as pressure from middle-class homeowners to keep property taxes low.
For Pinderhughes, who studied the Chicago machine under Daley, blacks achieved
symbolic or descriptive representation only because a monopoly of political power
prevented substantive issues such as discrimination in employment, housing, and educa-
tion from reaching the political agenda. 8 Generally speaking, as Roger W. Lotchin has
written, elite theorists find machine leaders partial to a strategy of limited ethnic mobi-
lization; a smaller electorate, which is more manageable, was preferable. 9
Pluralist theorists view the role of the machine more favorably. Their concern is the
rate of succession, not whether it occurs. They believe that the speed at which an ethnic
group moves up the ladder of political power depends on a number of factors. Among
these are the rate of demographic change within a political jurisdiction, the size and
distribution of the group, the intensity of political party competition for the ethnic vote,
the degree of independence of the new ethnic voters, the quality of ethnic group leader-
ship, and legislative reapportionment. 10
Fuchs's View of Ethnic Political Succession
Lawrence Fuchs considers succession a three-stage process. 11 The first stage witnesses
the forming of associations for religious and fraternal solidarity, the second organizing
for economic success, and the third achieving political power. I argue that the first and
second parts of the process are well under way in the Cambodian community of Lowell,
as they have been for other Southeast Asians across the country. For example, such
religious and civic organizations as Buddhist temples and mutual assistance associa-
tions, in addition to such communication outlets as newspapers, radio and cable TV
programs, and public ceremonies, serve the same purpose they did for earlier immi-
grants and refugees: to "express their sensibilities, protect their interests, or promote
some public good through organized activity." 12 Moreover, they help newcomers to
"keep in touch with each other and to cope with loneliness, vulnerability, and fear that
immigrants often experienced." 13 Economically, newcomers form small businesses and
business associations that benefit the community, for example, beauty salons, auto re-
pair shops, jewelry stores, and so forth. Lowell already has a hundred small businesses
run by Southeast Asians, most of whom are Cambodians. Cambodians concerned about
the health of small businesses have formed groups like the Cambodian League of
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Lowell to help obtain bank loans, mortgages for first-time home buyers, and so on.
Interestingly, Cambodians in California have found a niche in the doughnut business,
running 20 percent of all such shops there.
In the third stage of succession, new ethnic groups call for greater ethnic power,
which is usually threatening to established groups. Fuchs believes that those in the
latest wave have joined the older wave immigrants in exercising their right to express
themselves. New groups catch on to the fact that public expressions of ethnicity through
group action are legitimate in the United States. Even resident aliens, without the vote,
are active because they were encouraged to be so by foundations and corporations'
providing the training ground for leadership development. "Newcomers have [also]
followed the pattern of older groups ... in mobilizing their claims and defending their
interests." 1" Disagreements about old country politics occur among all groups, new and
old, who are often divided by class, region, ideology, and generation.
In response to the advocacy of immigrant ethnic interests, local and state govern-
ments create citizen advisory groups concerned with immigrant affairs, which, Fuchs
writes, encourages the creation of immigrant and refugee advocacy groups and their
participation in politics. Many of these organizations reach out to newcomers, which is
especially important in places where the political machine has withered.
Even such refugee groups as the Southeast Asians, '"who, much more than immi-
grants, tended to be preoccupied with old country politics, moved with remarkable ease
to participate in American politics/' 15 Fuchs argues that refugee groups in particular
have great potential for political mobilization because of their sheer numbers (in 1985
there were 634,200 Vietnamese, 218,400 Lao, and 160,800 Cambodians in the United
States). Moreover, refugees are in a better position to become mobilized than immi-
grants because settlement programs organized by voluntary agencies with the assistance
of state and federal government agencies are enormously helpful. This argument is
supported by literature in the field of political socialization. Gillian Cohen notes,
"'Refugees experience a different kind of political incorporation process than other im-
migrants, have more frequent and in-depth interaction with government and migrate
involuntarily." 16 While hard times, lack of language skills, and poverty have retarded
their political incorporation to a degree, like other immigrant ethnic groups, they are
starting to naturalize in large numbers once they realize they cannot return to their
homeland. "Once naturalized, they feel empowered in American politics." 17 Fuchs re-
ports a burgeoning of political clubs and citizen/voter leagues within the refugee com-
munity.
Finally, the latest wave of refugees also have several other advantages over second
wave (1880-1920) immigrants: a higher proportion of persons with education and fi-
nancial resources and a larger proportion of people who wish to reunite with close fam-
ily members already in the community.
Fuchs concludes by taking note of one of this study's chief findings: their experience
with genocide may slow the succession progress of Cambodians. Fuchs writes that
among the Southeast Asians, "the Cambodians were most passive, possibly because of
their persecution under the Khmer Rouge dictatorship in Cambodia, but some of them
became active in local politics and even in the Dukakis presidential campaign. It was
only a matter of time until the Laotians and the Cambodians became more active." 18
My thesis is that Cambodians have begun the process of political mobilization. How-
ever, while my study of Cambodians in Lowell concurs with Fuchs 's argument gener-
ally, I am fully cognizant of the pitfalls in Fuchs's rosy analysis of ethnic and racial
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history. As April Schultz accurately points out, Fuchs tends to ignore "the pain, the
ambivalence and multiple identities of those living at the confluence of ever-changing
borders" of ethnic power in America. 19 Moreover, adds Jesus Salvador Trevino, '"in his
zeal to demonstrate the impressive ways in which Americans of all backgrounds have
made the American civic culture work for them, he tends to downplay the human price
paid for these gains."20
Therefore, while I concur with Fuchs that the process of succession is indeed under
way among the Cambodians in Lowell, they comprehend that the road is full of in-
equalities, struggles, and contradictions.
The Literature of Cambodian Politics in America
A survey of the literature about Cambodian politics in the United States reveals a pau-
city of research on the subject. One reference work on Asians in America describes
Cambodians as inactive in U.S. politics. 21 A work on the political socialization of
Southeast Asians in Lowell, however, critiques this notion and lends support to Fuchs.
Gillian Cohen argues that Southeast Asian refugees in Lowell quickly "acquired the
political knowledge necessary to successfully force the Lowell city government to ac-
quiesce to demands concerning their children's educational needs."22 She further asserts
that the special resources Southeast Asian refugees received from federal and state gov-
ernments, as well as the establishment of a dense network of voluntary agencies, inter-
national, national, and local, which assisted particularly with the establishment of local
mutual aid associations, allowed Southeast Asian activists to gain an important political
education that may serve them well in future political activity.
Cohen acknowledges that the success of the Southeast Asians was largely the result
of an alliance created between Puerto Rican activists in Lowell and an outside legal
advocacy group, Multicultural Education, Training, Advocacy, which filed the federal
lawsuit that was instrumental to a compromise settlement which ended discriminatory-
and segregated conditions in Lowell's public schools.
Though political participation in the schools' struggle was led by a small group of
well-educated Southeast Asian professionals, nearly one hundred parents attended meet-
ings to protest unequal conditions. Cohen's is a limited study, however, examining the
years 1984—1988. In the years following 1988, the Cambodian Mutual Aid Association
experienced internal upheaval, and the Lao Mutual Aid Association closed its doors.
These events raise doubts about whether the skills Southeast Asian activists learned
during the school conflict will translate into "potentially learned strategies and gained
knowledge that they can apply in new political contexts."23
Given the limited material and the difficulty hypothesizing just how active Cambodi-
ans are in American local politics, I have undertaken an audio and video oral history of
the community's political experience.
Research Methods
The lack of meaningful papers, diaries, photographs, memoirs, and letters relating to
Lowell politics, and urban politics in general, requires that the serious scholar of politi-
cal history resort to oral history. Political leaders in particular rarely keep documents
because they conduct most of their business in person or on the telephone. 2" As an oral
historian, I hope to give voice to those whose stories have not yet been told.
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The late labor historian Herbert Gutman understood the value of oral history and
argued that immigrants especially must be understood in terms of how they deal with
large social forces, making deliberate choices among perceived options. Though their
choices may be limited, they must never be reduced to being merely passive victims.25
C. Wright Mills, too, saw an important place for oral history, stating that social science
must be "the study of biography, history, and of the problems of their intersection
within the social structure. To study these problems . . . requires that our work be con-
tinuously and closely related to the level of historical reality — and to the meanings of
this reality for individual men and women."26
I believe that oral history is the best tool for capturing the human struggle of politi-
cal life, intimate views of political relationships, and stages and periods in the process
of individual and political development. As a method, it holds in esteem the way people
view their life and times. It asks researchers to inject less of their own perceptions of it.
The people's views, critically assessed, provide the greatest understanding of history.
Oral historians realize that people's accounts may be several steps removed from
actual occurrences. Impressions have their own biases; all memory is selective and
fallible. The potential for fabrication, prejudice, and exaggeration is always present.
Oral history must be approached open-mindedly and with skepticism. A scholar must
remember that nothing recounted can be cavalierly dismissed nor uncritically em-
braced.
To prepare for the oral histories, I reviewed scholarly articles on the political history
of the city, an oral history collection of ethnic group impressions of Lowell, and exam-
ined the clipping files of the city's sole newspaper, the Lowell Sun, for the years 1985
through 1995.27
I interviewed eighteen community activists and scholars, most of them current and
former city government officials and social service workers. Language was not a barrier
to these interviews with Cambodian participants because the community's activists have
a solid grasp of the English language. There were, however, cultural hindrances to this
study.
The Cambodians I interviewed regarded me, a college professor of non-Cambodian
heritage, as an outsider, and initially a few of them were reticent about talking with me.
My inability to speak Khmer barred me from employing a familiar and comfortable
means of communication. I considered hiring a Cambodian research assistant to remedy
this condition but recognized that it was important for me to meet face to face with
community leaders to establish a rapport. At the start of the interviews, it was tough to
pierce the Cambodian community's inner workings partly because Cambodian culture
places great value on courtesy and indirectness; individuals were always outwardly
polite and refused to be critical of one another. I soon learned to change my manner of
questioning. It is understandable that a vulnerable immigrant group would not wish to
reveal its internal divisions and tensions to a potentially hostile world.
While my outsider status at first inhibited me, it soon proved to be an enhancement
to the study. My position as a university professor was a big plus, given the Southeast
Asian community's deep respect for education and educators. Furthermore, the commu-
nity leaders see the university as one of the city institutions that has come to their aid.
For instance, the university, through its faculty, obtains grants that are of some benefit
to community social service agencies. Several professors have worked closely with the
community. For example, political science professor Hai B. Pho, an immigrant from
Vietnam, who was instrumental in assisting the resettlement of Southeast Asian refugees
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in Lowell during the early 1980s, is well respected by the community. 28
My desire to win the confidence of Cambodian community leaders is evident in the
conditions I established for the interviews. I offered the interviewees a cassette tape of
the interview along with a written transcript, giving them the opportunity to negotiate
any desired editing. Oral historians generally frown on allowing interviewees the power
to alter their initial conversations. As trust develops between the community leaders and
me, this condition may no longer be necessary.
Before interviewing the community leaders on audiocassette, I requested permission
to interview them on camera as well. Most were pleased to learn that they might appear
in a videocassette and may have cooperated to guarantee their participation in the en-
deavor. This documentary film is a complement to my article.
Cambodian Political Succession: The Early
Stages of Political Mobilization
Throughout American history, ethnic tension followed the move of a new immigrant or
refugee group into an established community. It is only natural for older, well-rooted
groups to feel ill at ease when there is an abrupt tear in their community's fabric. The
key question remains: How do they manage the transition and juxtaposition of power
and culture?
To date, following a trend in the immigrant and refugee political experience, no
Southeast Asians are represented in Lowell's elective institutions, the City Council and
the School Committee. Political succession takes time. Though the first Irish arrived in
Lowell during the 1 820s, the first Irish mayor, John J. Donovan, was not elected until
1882. The French Canadians waited even longer for one of their own— Dewey
Archambault became mayor in 1936. Although 20,000 Greeks immigrated to Lowell
before World War I, they waited until 1951 to see George C. Eliades elected the first
mayor of Greek descent in Lowell — and in the United States. 29
The process of Cambodian political succession is under way in Lowell and Massa-
chusetts. More than seventy-five Southeast Asian-owned businesses have been estab-
lished in Lowell, and five Cambodian officers have been added to its police force. The
campaign to end school overcrowding and create well-funded bilingual and multicul-
tural educational programs resulted in the state's paying $131 million to build ten new
schools, refurbish six others, and establish bilingual education programs. In the elec-
toral arena, a Cambodian community activist has campaigned for the Lowell School
Committee. In what can only be viewed as a pioneering effort, Sambath Chey Fennell
ran for office in 1995 and again in 1997. His poor showing in both races — twelfth
place finish in 1995, eleventh in 1997 — reveals how long a row Southeast Asian candi-
dates must hoe in the city. 30 An encouraging sign did appear in the town of Randolph,
where Daniel Lam became the first Cambodian-American elected to a local office, as a
selectman, in Massachusetts. Moreover, Revere's mayor, Bob Hass, credits his 283-vote
margin of victory in November 1997 to the Revere Cambodian community of 3,500.
Roughly three hundred new voters were registered by the Hass organization. 31
At the national level, ironically, succession received a boost from anti-immigrant
sentiment in Washington. The Immigration Reform Act of 1995 dramatically cut ben-
efits for legal immigrants, rendering many Southeast Asians ineligible for several cru-
cial federally funded programs such as food stamps, Medicaid, and Supplemental Secu-
rity Income. According to the Massachusetts Immigrant and Refugee Advocacy Coalition,
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applications for citizenship in the state skyrocketed in 1995 and 1996. Nationally, in
1995, the Immigration and Naturalization Service received nearly one million applica-
tions for citizenship, three times the annual average of 300,000. In a survey conducted
by the Federal National Mortgage Association, 84 per cent of immigrants who acquired
citizenship cited the ability to vote as a reason for doing so.
So great was the movement toward citizenship that the Clinton administration was
repeatedly taken to task by the Republican Congress for making it too easy for new-
comers to become citizens. Evidence of the growing power of immigrant voters can be
found in the 1996 election of Congresswoman Loretta Sanchez and the defeat of incum-
bent Robert K. Dornan in California, the nearly break-even Clinton vote in the Cuban-
American community, once a Republican stronghold, and in Massachusetts, which
witnessed the defeat of the state's only two Republican congressmen.
Apparently the Republican congressional leadership recognized the folly of its anti-
immigration measures. On November 12, 1997, Congress undid two key provisions of
the 1996 Immigration Act, a law that severely harmed immigrants' rights and sped the
deportation of hundreds of thousands of people who had lived in the United States for
many years. Likewise, Clinton and the Congress agreed to ease the suffering caused by
the 1996 Welfare Reform law, which also spurred successful movements in the states,
most notably Massachusetts, New York, and California, to pressure legislatures to par-
tially restore funds for programs that were cut at the federal level.
As the result of a complex set of factors, including but not limited to language, their
refugee status, and the brutal destruction of their culture at the hands of the Khmer
Rouge, many Cambodians are not yet citizens and therefore cannot participate in local
elections. The exact number of Lowell Southeast Asians who are citizens, and of that
group the number that are registered to vote, is unknown. One estimate was made in
1994, before welfare reform was announced, of 700 citizens and 300 registered voters
— the Cambodian American Voter League (CAVL), the only group actively seeking
such information, is the source for these figures.32 In a city of 46,000 registered voters,
it's no wonder that their community lacks political clout. One thing of which those who
are active in city politics are certain is that, with a fifth of the city's population South-
east Asian, half of whom are under 18 years of age, and an average family consisting of
5.03 people as compared with 3.06 for white families, this group's numbers will con-
tinue to grow and Southeast Asians will be a political force to be reckoned with in the
coming years.33
The central question I pose is: What factors have affected and will affect the degree
of Cambodian participation and representation in Lowell politics? My answer is that
five key factors, three internal and two external to the community, help explain the
seeming absence of an active local political community as well as elected or appointed
Cambodians in Lowell city government. The first three, deemed internal because they
are largely within the control of the Cambodian community, are most crucial for under-
standing the succession process. These are (1) coming to terms with the legacy of fear
and mistrust that resulted from the holocaust wrought by Pol Pot's murderous regime;
(2) the lack of a tradition of democratic participation in their home country and there-
fore little familiarity with American political institutions; and (3) one of the key divi-
sions within the Cambodian community: the problem of generational differences be-
tween those who consider themselves Cambodians, and perhaps speak only Khmer, and
the American born, who have no recollection of Cambodia and think of themselves as
American. These factors make the establishment of an organized political effort to en-
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courage citizenship, registration, and capturing elective office in Lowell very difficult.
The two relevant factors that are considered external, or outside the immediate con-
trol of Cambodians, are (1) the structure of Lowell's political system, which has two
important components, the city's political party organization and the electoral system of
representation; and (2) the response of the city's elected officials to the influx of South-
east Asians that began in the early 1980s.
Internal Factors
The Legacy of Fear
On April 17, 1975, the Khmer Rouge invaded the Cambodian capital of Phnom Penh
and Lon Nol's five-year government fell. Hours later a forced evacuation and relocation
of the city's residents to the countryside began. Former members of the Nol regime
were executed. Reeducation labor camps were established to wipe out any remnants of
Cambodian culture and ancient traditions, including religion. Resisters were killed.
Not enough can be said about the impact of the next four years of Khmer Rouge
"killing fields" on the lives of Cambodians. It is estimated that between two and four
million Cambodian men, women, and children were killed, the reason Cambodians
have come to the United States. They see it as the time that has changed all time.
Two interviewees describe how they believe Cambodia's history of regime change,
civil war, and the tragic events that followed created a deep distrust of politics and poli-
ticians. 34
Samkhann C. Khoeun, the executive director of Lowell's Cambodian Mutual Aid
Association, had served in that capacity for a year and a half at the time of the inter-
views. He addressed the issue of grave mistrust and fear in the Cambodian community.
In Cambodian history, there have been a lot of invasions from neighboring coun-
tries. Cambodian leadership itself has been completely neglected. If we don't train
our leaders, someone else will train mem. The same problem will befall us here as
happened in Cambodia. A history of Cambodian politics reveals that in 1970 we had
a change in government to a republic under Lon Nol from the royal government
under Prince Sihanouk; in 1975 another change: the Khmer Rouge came to power;
in 1978 the Vietnamese military invaded Cambodia and took control. Connections
to former governments was a liability; death under the Khmer Rouge. It was not
safe to be active in politics. It is hard to take sides, to know who to believe. It is
dangerous to be educated.
In Cambodia, Cambodians were taught mat education was the key. Then the
Khmer Rouge came to power and sentenced the educated to death. A mixed mes-
sage. To be a better person, education is still believed important but mere is ambiva-
lence about it. Education was a weapon to kill you. Mistrust exists.
There is a real fear of death, real concern; they don't want to jeopardize their
family; they've lost so much, family members, village, homeland. They're not ready
to lose another member of the family; if they can do without confronting anything
they will choose to be in the back seat, to be outside, as long as they survive. Maybe
their children can do something to change that . . . They are most likely not to trust
someone just because they claim to do something for them. They have to see for
real that that person or those persons will really do something for them. They are
also interested in benefits, if they help them right away. They can't wait for the next
five to ten years.35
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Khoeun is echoed by Michael Ben Ho. cofounder of the Cambodian Mutual Aid
Association (CMAA) in 1984. the area's first Cambodian Buddhist temple in 1985, and
the Cambodian American Voter League in 1990. Trust. Ho says, is the key to commu-
nity empowerment.
Who would want to teach them to become involved, given the past? They are afraid
that the leaders draw you to the river, to the hole, again. The people feel the leaders
just use them to get the power for themselves. Suppose I try to educate the people to
do something, they will say that I want the power for myself. They don't trust any-
more, even their own people. . . . You have to build the trust and the relationship
back.36
In sum, it appears that one legacy of the Cambodian holocaust is that Cambodians in
America are reluctant to engage in local political activity until they are able to trust
leaders from within and without their community7. 3 " There is little to indicate that suffi-
cient trust has been forged between the community7 and its leaders to build an electoral
movement in Lowell. If anything, the lack of trust has grown, in light of School Com-
mittee candidate Sambath Chey Fennell's political blunders. 3 * Still, even with their
reservations. many Cambodians backed Fennell for the same reason previous newcom-
ers have given: he was the first of their people to seek office.
Another result of the brutality of the Pol Pot regime is the mental health problems
that have been diagnosed among Cambodians who lived under the Khmer Rouge.
Michael Ben Ho, who is still enduring nightmares, is not alone. Khoeun said many have
nightmares, bad memories, post-traumatic stress syndrome, and other emotional prob-
lems. Some social service workers refer generally to these illnesses as Pol Pot syn-
drome.
[It] includes insomnia, difficulty in breathing, loss of appetite, and pains in various
parts of the body. ... 84 percent of Cambodian households in California have re-
ported that at least one household member was under the care of a medical doctor,
compared to 45 percent of Vietnamese households and 24 percent of Hmong and
Lao households.
Post-traumatic stress disorder, a delayed reaction to extreme emotional stress, has
also been found among Cambodians in the United States. It is a malady that plagues
numerous Vietnam veterans.39
Cambodia's Lack of a Democratic Tradition
Activists and scholars have noted that Asian-Americans have roots in societies with
little tradition of political participation. Daphne Kwok, executive director of the Orga-
nization of Chinese Americans, a Washington-based lobbying organization, states that
political participation in America "is a very new concept for most Asians who are immi-
grants. In their home countries, political participation was not done or was looked on
with skepticism and sometimes fear."40
David Chandler, a scholar of Cambodian history, has written that whether it was the
colonial French or Cambodian Prince Norodom Sihanouk's government, Cambodia's
time-honored political practice was paternalism between patrons and client, government
and the masses, with "the one providing protection and cash, the other delivering loy-
alty and votes." After 1945, the 'Trench and high-ranking Cambodian officials shared
the view that Cambodia's 'little people' were not ready for self-government or for civil
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rights." Moreover, when efforts were made, through a small but growing democracy
movement in the legislature, to allow for greater political participation, the French and
royal governments cracked down hard on them. 41
Another student of Southeast Asian politics and history, Hai B. Pho, argues that this
is a crucial point for understanding Cambodian participation in Lowell. He believes
that, unlike Western nations, Southeast Asian countries have no experience with demo-
cratic institutions. Southeast Asian power was centralized either in the nation's capital
or in regional centers. Village life did not train or socialize the people for decision mak-
ing in government. 42
The following interviewees confirm the experts' opinion regarding the importance of
one's political heritage for local participation. Vesna Nuon has worked for the Middle-
sex County district attorney's office as victim advocate and cultural consultant since
1990. He also is a member of the CMAA Board of Directors.
There was little political participation in Cambodia and that might be responsible
for the tendency to believe we are here in the U.S. for survival purposes only; that
we shouldn't ask for more than basics. We learned from the Khmer Rouge [that] we
have to accept what is given to us. Say yes, don't ask for more; mat is the legacy
from the king and his puppet, to go along; we can't use mat as an excuse as to why
we are not politically active here in the U.S.; even back home there were a lot of
educated students who were ready at the moment to voice their concerns, knowing
that voicing that concern could affect their and their family^ welfare/3
Michael Ben Ho agrees
Yes, we believe in Cambodia [that the person] who is born king is a gift from God
to manage the whole population. . . . We feel evemhing belongs to him and believe
that he should direct the country. We need to teach people how to make decisions
for themselves and not expect people to do [it] on [your] behalf. . . . We need to
organ-ize with the middle-age generation, age thirty- to fifty, because they can still
learn.44
Cambodians have been in the United States a relatively short time. One should not
assume that individuals whose political socialization process did not include learning
about the fundamentals of representative government and civil liberties and civil rights
can step easily into the American political process. Millions of Americans have not
been socialized to political efficacy, the notion that what they think and do really mat-
ters in public life. Political efficacy is tied to class, education, race, and many other
important factors.
Generational Differences
Political activity is less likely in those who view themselves as Cambodian, not Ameri-
can— usually the older Cambodian population. As Tern Chea sees it. these people are
more interested in the politics of their homeland than their younger counterparts. Mean-
while, the younger, American-oriented generation, who may find politics a route to
social mobility as past immigrant and refugee groups have, show little interest. Vesna
Nuon asserts that the younger folk are hesitant to participate in community organiza-
tions because they feel that the older generation does not treat them with respect and is
out of step with American cultural and political traditions.
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In Tern Chea's opinion, two-thirds of Cambodians think that Cambodian homeland
politics is their first priority, which makes it very hard to organize and interest Cambo-
dians in Lowell politics. Factions fiercely debate Cambodian politics.
[One group] have in their own mind to go back to Cambodia to help establish and
rebuild the country. The other group would like to do that but feel it is beyond their
capacity, so they think it is better to organize and survive in this country by being
involved in politics at this time. If we are strong here, we may contribute that to
help rebuild our country back home, they believe. . . I should say that we as a com-
munity are not divided by age or education or financial background as much as we
are divided into two groups by the issue of Cambodia.45
The divisions over Cambodia have boiled to the surface over the local Cambodian-
language newspaper, the Cambodian Press, which is published twice a month and dis-
tributed free of charge in stores and restaurants around the country. The paper's pub-
Usher, Eang Bunthan, has been severely criticized by Lowell refugees for supporting the
Khmer Rouge, whom he calls nationalists, as he characterizes himself.46
Noun believes that there is a genuine cultural divide between the old and the young.
It leads back to Cambodia where the belief is that [because] they are older than you
. . . you have to bow to them. You have to listen to their advice and oftentimes you
have to accept it. Which is not true. We came here and we went to Western schools
and we learned the importance of it is that each one of us has a voice. If the other
voice did not really apply in this case you just reject it or somehow reject it in a
polite and constructive way. I ran into that a couple of years ago when I first be-
came involved in the community ... A lot of young people are not involved in the
community. I was told, "You are too young," "You were just born yesterday."
"You're too young, you don't know what you're talking about and not mature
enough to give your own voice or to run this organization or to do this or that." My
question to them is: How long do I have to listen to you? It's a compromise, so to
speak.
That same thing happened in the community, the old versus the young. An ex-
ample of mat is when parents pull their kids in one direction, to come home and be
Cambodian kids. You have to be polite, nice. If you are a girl, you have to be shy,
timid. If you like a guy, don't show him that. You are shy, stay in your room. When
the kids go to school, their peers then would say to them, "Why are you so shy?"
Their teacher would say, "You have to raise your voice up, I cannot hear you." All
of those things confuse the kid. Should I stay in school and act like my mother said
at home or stay at home and act like what my teacher said to me?47
Khoeun adds supports to Nuon.
The older generation hope to go home. Stronger feelings among older adults, forty
years and older, that they want to go back. But they also have the feeling, after
visiting, that their homeland is not theirs anymore. Parents gone, children gone . . .
to find out their environment is just not suitable for them. The weather. Living
conditions. They are used to living in an apartment. Running water. TV. Electricity.
Gas to cook their meals. Everything is within reach. In Cambodia it's not. There is
insecurity. Corruption. No running water. No phone. It's hard for them. They're
older. They don't have the energy to farm, to gather water. It's not a life that's pos-
sible to them. The people there are completely different people. Their mentality is
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different from before the war. People don't look each other straight in the eye.
They're more dishonest. They only care about today. Some want to go for a month
but come back in a week. Can't eat the food there. No clean water. Even food that
was cooked still makes them sick in Cambodia. If forced to go back, they will go.
And they will adapt, but it will be hard.48
Furthermore, young people are confused about their role in society. Dr. Sam-Ang
Sam, a Cambodian musician, scholar, and activist, currently director of the Cambodian
Network Council in Washington, D.C., believes that "many young people are plagued
by identity problems, leading them to discard their Cambodian first names in favor of
English first names, and they must often deal with racism from classmates and with
being teased about their foreignness."49
Additionally, many young men have lost their fathers to the civil war, and some of them
have found that gangs are an attractive means of acquiring a sense of belonging that
they cannot develop at home. Will many of these youngsters who are leading troubled
lives find a way out of despair through participation in the political arena?50
External Factors
Political Structure: Party Organization
During the early part of the century, immigrant groups who settled in northeastern
American cities were often greeted by a local political party organization, which came
to be known as a political machine. The name has both a negative and a positive conno-
tation. Those who were critical of the "machine," the self-labeled reformers, were un-
happy with the party organization's mechanical efficiency in winning the immigrant
vote in exchange for support to the fledgling immigrant community, usually in the form
of much appreciated jobs, contracts, and city services. Political machine supporters,
known as regulars, took pride in their helpful relationship with the newcomers, who
would surely fall prey to powerful business interests, among other hostile city institu-
tions. Machines were created in large and small cities by members of both the Republi-
can and the Democratic parties.
The once potent political machines are largely a thing of the past. The latest wave of
immigrants has arrived in cities with no strong political party present to assist their
succession into local office, and as a result, they are worse off than their historical
counterparts. Boston-based political consultant Michael Goldman believes:
Political power is harder for new ethnic groups to gain than it was at the turn of the
century, when Irish and then Greeks and French moved up the ranks in government.
It's totally different since there are no parties out there the way there used to be. In
the past, in cities like Lowell, the Democratic party bosses came from the ethnic
groups in their neighborhood, making sure their group got a piece of the govern-
ment jobs. The party system bred competitors for political office that kept whole
neighborhoods politically active. But that system has been replaced by TV ads and
primaries. Either of two things could get minority voters into the booth and convert
population strength into political strength: a charismatic leader or a coalescing
issue. 51
It's interesting that there is a parallel to the Russian Jews when they first came to this
country . They were terrified of the political process and thought that being invisible
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was the way to stay out of trouble. In fact, after a short period of time in America, they
realized that the way to gain power was to use the political parties that were then in
play. In particular the large ethnic communities such as Italians, Greeks, Jews, Irish.
They all understood that by controlling neighborhoods, controlling votes, they would
access government jobs which were plentiful.52
The absence of political parties in Lowell is in part attributable to the turn of the
century municipal reformer's success in creating local nonpartisan elections — or elec-
tions in which party labels do not appear alongside candidates' names. Instead, reform
Lowell style has given birth to elections dominated by family and friendship networks
organized along ethnic lines. To win a local election in Lowell a candidate must de-
velop a personal following of family members, friends, and acquaintances, who then
carry out the numerous laborious tasks that are required in campaigns, from stuffing
envelopes to raising money. In return, the candidates reward the faithful, just as the
political machine did, with jobs, contracts, and municipal services. It is reported that
the Lowell School Department is rife with political appointees.53
An important difference between partisan and nonpartisan elections is that, tradition-
ally, parties were decentralized. Organized through ward or district boundaries, new
immigrants were often able to capture pieces of patronage commensurate with their
organized voting strength. These "submachines" allowed immigrants to bargain votes
for symbolic and substantive rewards. According to those who are in a position to know,
the nature of Lowell's familial political system closes the door to newcomers and has
entrenched certain ethnic groups, such as the Irish, French, and Greeks, in a seemingly
impenetrable wall of protection from Hispanics and now Southeast Asians desirous of
acquiring greater political clout.
Michael Conway, who owns an insurance company in Lowell, has run for Congress
and the state Senate as a Republican. His family owns one of the oldest continuously
operating businesses in the commonwealth. Conway might be the last person likely to
claim that Lowell's political scene is closed, even to those with connections like his.
When I first got involved in politics back here in Lowell in 1979, the Democratic
Party was very much in control and it was stifling. There was no room for anyone
else to participate in the system unless you were a Democrat, and then only if you
were part of the machinery that was in place at the time. In a sense you could al-
most make the case that Lowell is a feudal society. There are only certain groups
and certain people who participate in politics, social circles, different things, and
then everybody else who is excluded from that is angry or doesn't participate in the
system and that is what a feudal system is. There is a certain segment of the popula-
tion who are very politically involved . . . make sure that it runs to their benefit.
Those who are excluded become very angry. They're motivated eventually to do
something. At what point and what event sparks that motivation always remains to
be seen.
When the Cambodians started becoming politically involved in the community,
they found that there really wasn't much room for them in the Democratic structure
because the Democrats didn't need the votes. . . . One of the stories is that South-
east Asians definitely feel excluded from a lot of things here, and I think at some
point the city is going to have to accept them and open up the doors because it's like
a banquet hall and there is a banquet going on inside and the Southeast Asians are
banging on the door trying to get in. And they're mad and they want to get in. Once
they get in they are going to knock that banquet table over because they're so mad.
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It's a good story and I think that people ought to pay attention to it and let them get
involved and help them along their way. 54
Traditionally, there are a handful of older, ethnic group leaders who are wise enough
to see the handwriting on the wall and make efforts to reach out to the newest immi-
grant group. Conway stands all alone in this category, one reason being the perception
among elected city officials that their constituency would be extremely angry with them
if they sought out Southeast Asian votes. Those constituents understand that there are
only so many patronage positions to go around. Sharing the spoils of victory with
Southeast Asians means fewer resources for the incumbents and their faithful, needy
communities. 55
Political Structure: At-Large versus District Elections
I believe that Lowell's at-large election system also makes it difficult for Southeast
Asians to move swiftly into elective office. Political scientists and federal courts have
long found that district-based elections enhance immigrant opportunities to win office
while at-large systems limit chances for capturing elections. 56
Another feature of machine rule was a decentralized electoral system. Voters chose
candidates for local office from district or ward boundaries, often created during reap-
portionment to fit the contours of the latest immigrant group population. Ward-based
elections allowed immigrants to parlay their population density into electing local eth-
nic leaders to party posts and, soon after, city councils and school boards. 57
During the Progressive era of the early 1900s, reformers successfully implemented
changes in electoral systems of representation. To weaken machine rule, reformers
made it harder for immigrant groups, largely working class, whom they viewed as the
grease that made the machine run smoothly, to win office. District-based electoral
schemes were overturned in favor of at-large or citywide districts. To capture local
political office, immigrant group leaders would have to campaign citywide. Reformers
felt that this would shift the machine politicians' focus away from caring for their own
ethnic group first, to the detriment to the public good of the city as a whole. In effect,
established groups, with many resources to draw on, such as money, education, and
professional qualifications, and with allies throughout the city, would be favored to win.
Not surprisingly, it was the reformers, largely middle- and upper-class Republican Yan-
kee Protestants who were well placed to take full advantage of the at-large plan. Today,
Lowell's entrenched old guard, the Irish, Greek, and French groups, are the beneficia-
ries of the system.58
Federal courts have thrown out the at-large system in numerous cities, ruling it an
unconstitutional form of government violating the one-person, one-vote standard of the
U.S. Constitution. The courts have recognized the effect of at-large electoral systems in
reducing the representation of geographically concentrated minority populations. They
argue that smaller districts within cities ease access to elective office and increase rep-
resentation for minority ethnic groups.
The most recent Massachusetts case involved the city of Holyoke, in the western part
of the state, where an underrepresented Hispanic population won a federal lawsuit to
overturn the city's at-large electoral system. 59 Daniel J. Gleason of the Boston firm
Nutter McClennen and Fish argued the complaint of the city's Puerto Ricans.
The eight at-large seats were used as a permanent majority for the white establish-
ment, and ward lines were drawn to dilute the voting strength of Hispanics . . . We
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sought a compromise with the city, but they refused to acknowledge there is a corre-
lation between the city's political structures and the dramatic underrepresentation of
Hispanics in local government. . . . Hispanics in Holyoke can't win citywide elec-
tions because Hispanics account for 20 percent of the voting-age population, and
they don't vote. Yes, there is Hispanic voter apathy; in 1993, only 2 percent of the
Hispanic voting-age population voted, but that apathy is the by-product of exclusion
from public life. Moreover, whites as a bloc haven't voted for Hispanic candidates
under any circumstances . . . The real fear of old-line ethnic leaders is that district-
based elections will open politics to new groups, meaning patronage, in the form of
municipal jobs, a valuable commodity in a city stuck in economic decline, will have
to be shared.60
Politicians ' Response to the Southeast Asian Migration
Another key ingredient for an effective succession is assistance from leaders of the
city's older, established ethnic groups. The response of those in power can run the
gamut of possibilities: at one end, they have the ability to welcome and accommodate
new groups; at the other, they can exhibit hostility and attempt to exclude them from
political participation.
In Lowell, the response has been mixed. During the middle to late 1980s, some lead-
ers, albeit a vociferous minority on the School Committee, expressed open disdain for
the migration of Southeast Asians to the city and through school board policy exerted
every effort to make the newcomers unwelcome. During this time the schools were the
scene of great ethnic conflict over the still controversial issues of bilingual education
and school busing. A group, dubbed the gang of four by the Lowell Sun, was hostile to
Southeast Asians in the city and refused to act quickly to remedy the overcrowding that
developed in the Lowell public school system.
Granted, by all accounts the city was overwhelmed by the massive influx into the
schools. Still, the schools' leaders were unprepared and inflexible to change. Moreover,
they felt that the city was unfairly being asked to take in the Southeast Asian refugees,
while neighboring communities were not asked to share the burden, and the city's al-
ready poorly funded school system was strapped for resources.
Paul Sullivan, host of a morning talk show on Lowell's WLLH radio station, echoes
what many social service workers and Cambodian leaders have reported: that succes-
sion is proceeding apace, and that several city leaders, particularly city manager Jim
Campbell, mayors Richard Howe and Robert Kennedy, and district attorney Tom Reilly,
did reach out to the Southeast Asian community and helped them settle into Lowell.
The near absence of hate crimes and the hiring of four Cambodian police officers are
two prominent achievements of the city to date. Moreover, the defeat of one of the more
vociferous gang of four School Committee members, Sean Sullivan, was a sign to many
that the city, at the very least, felt uncomfortable with bigoted officials representing
them.
We're talking about the largest influx of change in a community, probably in the
history of this nation, and in three to four years, 30 percent of the city's ethnic
population changed. And [the city] absorbed it without riots, no fights, very little
discord, and still were criticized by the liberal press . . . and it wasn't fair.
People were thrilled, in my opinion, to have youngsters of all colors coming into
their classes. They would have accepted Southeast Asians coming into their neigh-
borhoods to go to school with their youngsters, shoulder to shoulder out in the
playground, but they didn't want their kids going from one end of the city to an-
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other end of the city. And again, the characterization that that is not inclusive and
has racial overtones somehow is unfair. And frankly, I think it deflects the real
issue: Why do cities have to do it, why do cities have to bear the whole brunt of
integrating society?
"Look at what the Irish went through and the Greeks went through in the city of
Lowell and how long it took for them to achieve what they achieved versus the
Southeast Asians, who in less than fifteen years are accepted and in some cases
thriving, and certainly their issues are being addressed by the city. I don't think
they've got a lot to squawk about. And the truth is, I don't hear a lot of squawking.
Now maybe I'm not in the right circles, but I think anything that has to be done is
fine-tuning. I don't think there is racial discord in the city. I think the white crowd
is concerned with whatever issues of color in the city. And that's why we have spent
so much time on the gang situation, which is really an intramural fight that is taking
place in the Cambodian community. Somebody that was insensitive would ignore it
and they aren't. Cambodians, Vietnamese, and Thai communities have done very
well under that system. And ... in fifteen years they've done very well in what
they've achieved. And that's not because they've had a helping hand. 61
Sullivan's perspective, that the city has reached out to the Southeast Asian commu-
nity and deserves a lot of credit for doing so, is a position that is supported by the oral
histories I collected for this article. Even the U.S. Immigration Commission, under the
leadership of the late Congresswoman Barbara Jordan, marveled at Lowell's succession
achievements compared with other cities that experienced great demographic change in
the 1980s.62
An expanded version of this article will explore in greater detail the city, state, and
federal government's response to the settlement of Southeast Asians in Lowell. Prelimi-
nary evidence indicates that Lowell sought to accommodate the needs of Southeast
Asians. There were, however, interest groups that pressured the city to live up to its
commitments. 63
The preliminary findings of this study revealed that Cambodians have begun the
political mobilization phase of the succession process. Nevertheless, there remains a
long road ahead for Cambodian political succession in Lowell. Even with all the ob-
stacles before them, there is no reason to believe that the process will be a longer one
for Cambodians than it was for the various ethnic groups that settled in Lowell before
them. What has emerged is the importance of both internal and external factors in the
challenging endeavor of political succession. However, the internal factors seem a little
more important than the external ones. The special legacy of the Cambodian holocaust,
the absence of a Cambodian tradition of participatory politics, and generational differ-
ences all work against the development of an electoral movement that might challenge
or overcome the city's at-large representative system and the lack of active political
parties.
Interviewees suggested other areas for research that will undoubtedly shed greater
light on the succession process. Class divisions: 70 percent of Cambodians living in
Lowell are at or below the poverty line at the same time that a solid middle class has
been established. Gender: women's participation in politics is frowned upon in Cambo-
dian culture though there are signs that young women are poised for leadership roles.
Religion: the monks of the Cambodian Buddhist temple are the most revered figures in
the community. Lowell's two Buddhist temples are at odds on Buddhist practices as
well as the proper place of religion in American politics; one of the temples has shown
signs that it may indirectly lend a helping hand to political education and organizational
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efforts. 64
While external factors appear to be less important than internal factors, matters of
political structure are still relevant. A number of questions remain unexplored at this
time. To overcome the obstacles to minority empowerment that at-large elections
represent, it seems that Cambodians must form alliances with the city's other sizable
minority group, Hispanics, and a bloc of sympathetic white ethnic voters to win elec-
tion citywide. Because a structural change of the electoral system is unlikely anytime
soon, coalition building is of the highest order. Still, a failure to elect Southeast
Asians to local office in the coming years could lead to a lawsuit similar to the one
filed by Hispanic residents of Holyoke.
While local elections are nonpartisan, state and federal elections are not. Even
with a mere 500 registered voters, Cambodians have it within their power to tip the
scales in favor of either the Democrats or Republicans in closely fought state and
national races. Successful bloc voting would force the powers-that-be to show the
Cambodians greater political respect. Michael Conway's efforts on behalf of South-
east Asian Republicans represent just the kind of interethnic cooperation that has sped
succession in other cities. Efforts by Republican and Democratic candidates for the
1998 governor's race to reach out to Cambodian activists is evidence that state politi-
cians have taken notice of their potential.
Finally, a word about method. Oral history was extremely useful in uncovering the
political conflicts within the Cambodian-American community. Knowing more than
ever how reluctant Cambodians are to reveal internal squabbles, it is imperative for
students of Cambodian politics to seek corroborating testimony from those who work
closely with the community. Also, while more in-depth interviews are essential to the
further exploration of succession in Lowell, an examination of the growing effort to
increase citizenship, voter registration, and voting levels among Cambodians through
the scrutinization of voting records and voting behavior is necessary. The campaigns
to elect Sambath Chey Fennel to the Lowell School Committee must be assessed; the
University of Massachusetts Lowell's Center for Immigrant and Refugee Community
Leadership Empowerment (CIRCLE) program, a university-community collaboration
seeking to develop sustainable leadership, which is in its third year, should also be
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